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R

ecent research1 suggests that the turbulent economic, social, and epidemiological conditions of recent years altered traditional demographic trends in
non-metropolitan America. Between 2010 and 2020, nonmetropolitan (rural)
America lost population for the first time in history because more people left rural
areas than moved to them and because the excess of births over deaths dwindled. Yet,
the latest Census Bureau population estimates document renewed population gains in
nonmetropolitan America between April 2020 and July 2021. In fact, the rural population gain exceeded that in metropolitan areas, something that is rare in American
history (Figure 1). This recent nonmetropolitan population increase occurred because
a substantial net migration gain offset the growing excess of deaths over births fostered
by COVID-19. In contrast, recent metropolitan population gains were smaller because
of less natural increase and smaller net migration gains than between 2010 and 2020.
Most of the recent nonmetropolitan population increase accrued to high amenity recreational and retirement areas because net migration gains to these counties accelerated early in the pandemic. Elsewhere in rural America, many areas continued to lose
population, but a sizable number of counties had population increases because modest
migration gains offset deaths from COVID-19. In many counties with histories of population loss, only sustained net migration gains can provide the demographic lifeline
these communities need to stave off depopulation. Whether these nonmetropolitan
migration gains will continue in this turbulent era remains to be seen.
FIGURE 1. NONMETROPOLITAN POPULATION GAIN BETWEEN 2020 AND 2021 REPLACES
POPULATION LOSS IN THE PRIOR DECADE

Source: Census Bureau Population Estimates Program 2021 and Decennial Census 2020 and 2010
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After a decade of population loss,
rural America gained population
between 2020 and 2021 because
migration gains offset a growing
excess of deaths over births due
to COVID-19.

Endnote
1. This research summarizes my
recent analysis in Rural Sociology.
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